Young learner English teacher profile from students’ perspective  by Yıldırım, Rana & Doğan, Yeşim
WCES-2010 
Young learner English teacher profile from students’ perspective   
Rana YÕldÕrÕma *, Yeúim Do÷anb 
aÇukurova University, Faculty of Education, English Language Teaching Department Adana, 01330 Turkey 
Received October 14, 2009; revised December 23, 2009; accepted January 7, 2010 
Abstract 
In this study, a young learner (YL) English teacher profile from students’ perspective was investigated. Data were collected from 
a total of 544 fourth grade students aged 10-11 in the city center of Nevúehir, Turkey. The findings of this study provided 
invaluable implications for the process of developing teacher education programs and evaluating teacher performance in 
Teaching English to Young Learners (TEYL).  
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1. Introduction 
The general belief, “younger equals better”, has caused the teaching of English to expand into primary school 
settings all around the world (YÕldÕrÕm & ùeker, 2004). Rixon (1999) suggests that two of the main reasons why 
countries make this decision are firstly to take advantage of benefits that are connected with the importance of 
English and secondly, to take advantage of benefits that derive from the nature and needs of children. The real 
contribution of foreign language teaching in state primary schools to national education in Turkey began with the 
educational reform increasing compulsory primary education from five to eight years, as defined by the Turkish 
Ministry of National Education in 1997 (Tebli÷ler Dergisi). Alongside with this reform, the compulsory age to be 
introduced  to English as a foreign language (EFL) was lowered to grade four (with 10 year olds) in public schools. 
Accordingly, this reform brought a renewal in the teaching of English in public primary schools. As a result; young 
learners (YLs) and their needs, effective teaching as well as teacher qualities to support their learning have recently 
gained importance in ELT. 
Considering the characteristics YLs naturally bring when they are provided with the appropriate classroom 
atmosphere, YLs are ready to like the language, and their interest, by the help of maximized learning accelerates 
(Krashen, 1992). It is the teacher who can create and promote this atmosphere. Therefore, the teachers of YLs 
should be able to understand the needs of their students. They should have a thorough understanding of YLs 
development. Only then, can teachers prepare effective lessons to meet their students’ needs (Echevarria, 1998). The 
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importance of the qualities of teachers of YLs is mainly attributed to the fact that their teachers have numerous 
influences on young language learners, as YLs tend to like English provided that they like their teachers and the 
teaching methods (Moon, 2000).  
Drawing on the discussion presented above, this study aims to find out students’ perceptions of a YL English 
teacher in terms of qualities related to his/her professional profile (subject matter, curricula, materials, instructional 
activities, classroom management, teacher language used in the class, teacher’s interaction skills and techniques, etc) 
as well as his/her personal traits. The following research question constitutes the basis of the study: What are YLs’ 
perceptions of the qualities of their current English teacher?  
2. The Study 
The participants of the study were 544 fourth grade YLs of English aged 10 to 11 studying English as a foreign 
language in Nevúehir. At this grade, YLs of English receive three hours of compulsory English language instruction.  
Given the scope and the objective of this study, the questionnaire administered to students in the research utilized 
a three-point Likert-like scale in which the participants were asked to rate items as “Always”, “Sometimes”, or 
“Never”. It included a total of 65 items grouped under two sections, namely Classroom Practice involving nine sub-
headings: planning and organization, competence in English, materials and activities, method, teacher interaction 
skills-availability to students, classroom management, assessment, and feedback and Personal Traits of a YL 
English teacher. The participant students were asked to evaluate their teacher on the basis of the items included in 
the questionnaire. They were also asked to choose among these items the five most important characteristics which 
they perceive a YL English teacher should possess and to describe their teacher in their own words. 
3. Results and Discussion 
The findings reported in this section are the students’ perceptions of their English teacher’s qualities in terms of 
classroom practice and personal traits.  
The majority of the students (89%) claimed that their English teachers were always planned for the lesson and 
that the teachers always taught the lessons in an organized way (81%). When the students were asked about whether 
their teachers were energetic in the lesson more than half of them (61%) opted for always. Similarly another more 
than half (56%) stated always for their teachers’ consideration of students’ interests while planning the lesson. 
Considering the belief that teaching YLs requires a lot of energy and enthusiasm (ÇakÕr, 2004; Vale & Feunteun, 
1995), being energetic in lessons can be a great advantage for the students. Moreover, being aware of YLs’ needs 
and interests can enrich the quality of teaching in YLs’ classes (Carmen, 1992).  
Concerning the use of L1 and L2 in the classroom, the findings revealed that a considerable majority of the 
respondent students (78%) maintained that their English teachers sometimes speak in English. Another majority 
(78%) stated that the teachers always revert into Turkish when the students had difficulty in understanding. This 
piece of evidence seems to be in contrast with the idea that “the use of English in the classroom can increase the 
motivation of the students” (Moon, 2000.p.62).  
With regard to the YLs English teachers’ use of materials and activities in the classroom, nearly half of the 
respondent students (44%) described their teachers as people who sometimes use songs, drama, and coloring 
activities. Another 40% claimed that these activities were never employed in the classroom. By the same token, 
more than half of the students (63%) stated that their English teachers never use stories, riddles, or realia in the 
classroom although it is vital that YLs’ should be provided with a variety of activities and tasks (Dunn, 1989). 
Similarly, nearly half of the students (44%) mentioned that their English teachers sometimes use visuals (e.g. 
pictures, flashcards, and posters and technological tools in classrooms while another 38% claimed that their teachers 
never use these materials, yet the learning can be more meaningful, memorable and more motivating as well as 
interesting when teachers of YLs’ utilize visual aids in classrooms (Celce-Murcia & Hilles, 1988). 
Concerning the perceptions of participating YLs’ in relation to the methods their English teachers use, nearly half 
of the students (48%) stated sometimes for their teachers’ acting while teaching. Regarding the use of mimes and 
gestures while teaching, 44% claimed always while another 40% stated sometimes As for employing group and pair-
work, only 28% of the students stated their teachers always accommodate group and pair-work tasks while another 
20% claimed that their teachers always make them work in pairs. In this respect, Brumfit (1984) states that pair 
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work and group work are the most effective techniques of classroom organization which combine aspects of 
communication learning and natural interaction in a stress free environment (p. 78). Furthermore, enabling young 
language learners to work in pairs or groups can foster a cooperative learning context rather than a competitive one 
as Norman (1986. p.11) emphasizes “Most people learn a foreign language better with others than on their own.".    
As for the participating students’ views about their English teachers’ interaction skills and their availability to the 
students, more than half of the students (66%) agreed that their English teachers always promoted their thinking 
skills, encouraged them to ask questions (60%), and taught in an entertaining way (53%). On the other hand, nearly 
half of the students claimed sometimes for the items related to the teacher encouraging the students to do research 
(47%), giving examples from his/her life (48%), and requiring examples from the students’ lives (48%). In relation 
to encouraging the students to do research, Moon (2005) stated that “children have a strong instinct from birth to 
explore their environment”. In this respect, she also adds that children are different from adults who can learn both 
analytically and also experientially. For this reason, teachers of YLs should be aware of their students’ needs for 
learning things through exploring; namely, having them do research in relation to their assigned tasks.   
With regard to the teachers’ classroom management skills, a considerable majority of the students (91%) were 
positive that their teachers’ always promote active participation, which is extremely vital because YLs need to have 
feelings of security and belonging in the classroom. More than half of the students (62%) claimed that their teacher 
always creates a relaxed classroom atmosphere and 53% thought that their teacher always uses his/her voice 
effectively.  
Concerning the assessment that the teachers employ in the classroom, 49% of the students claimed that their 
teachers sometimes assign performance tasks. 44% reported that their English teachers sometimes want them 
evaluate themselves while 32% of the students rated never for this question though using evaluation form is one of 
the requirements of YL English teachers in their classroom (Primary Institutions Promulgations, Official 
Newspaper: 02.05.2006, No: 2584). According to Cameron (2001), through self-assessment learners can understand 
more about the learning process, their special strengths, and the areas of need and difficulty, and learners will be 
prepared well in order to carry on their learning process. Less than half of the students (41%) reported that their 
teachers always want them to compile their tasks in a portfolio. Additionally, 51% stated that they are sometimes 
assigned project tasks. These findings seem to suggest that most students participated in the study are not exposed to 
the assessment appropriate for YLs. However, to underline the importance of assessment of YLs, Bouma (2005) 
stated; 
          “Since children are growing at different rates (mentally, emotionally, and physically), the potential of each 
child needs to be measured individually. The youngest children should not be formally tested and graded; in an 
activity mode they can frequently be assessed as to understanding and production.” 
In terms of the personality traits of the English teachers, the participating students valued most of the items 
positively. 77% thought that their teachers always address them with their names. Another vast majority (86%) 
believed that their teachers are always honest and 75% claimed that they are always tolerant. However, nearly half 
of the students (46%) mentioned sometimes for their teachers’ not getting angry when the students made mistakes. 
By the same token, 45% claimed sometimes for their teachers’ helping them outside class. 
With regard to the most frequently cited item by the students regarding the most important qualities of a YL 
English teacher should possess, item 1 in the questionnaire, “My English teacher comes to classroom prepared,” 
ranks first in students’ choices. As for the students’ reasons for their teachers’ coming to classroom prepared, they 
believe that it is a need for productive lessons (cited 28 times). Secondly, five of the students reported that they want 
their teachers to use the time efficiently by being prepared. In relation to this item, four of the students mentioned 
that they want to have accurate knowledge and one student claimed that the teacher can be a good example when 
s/he comes to the classroom prepared.  
Item 49 “My English teacher loves me” ranks second. The main reasons that the students reported were that they 
want their teachers to love them (cited 12 times). Five students mentioned that they need to concentrate on the 
lesson and they lose their attention when their teachers do not love them. The second reason is that they want to be 
on good terms with their teachers (cited four times) and they want to love English lessons (cited three times). Lastly, 
one student stated that s/he wants to come to lessons on regular basis when s/he gets affection from the teacher.   
“My English Teacher is tolerant” (Item 65) is ranked third. The reasons stated by the students are that their 
teachers get angry if s/he is not tolerant (cited eight times). Five of them stated they love their teachers more if they 
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are tolerant. By the same token, five students want productive lessons and they want their teachers to understand 
them (cited two times).  
“My English Teacher is smiling” (Item 63) ranks fourth. The students reported that they would like to see their 
teachers smiling (cited seven times) and they need to have productive lessons (cited six times). Additionally, they 
want to see affection from their teachers (cited three times) and they feel happy if their teacher is smiling (cited three 
times). Two students reported that they feel secure with the smiling faces of the teachers.  
The item, “My English Teacher knows our names” (Item 50) ranks fifth. As for the reasons why the students feel 
this item is important for them, they reported that they need affinity from their teachers (cited six times). 
Additionally, they stated that they would like their teachers to remember them (cited four times). In accordance with 
this, they claimed that they do not want their teachers to ask their names continuously (cited three times). For this 
reason, they want their teachers to learn their names by heart.  Lastly, the students mentioned that they need this for 
productive lessons (cited two times) and this can happen on the condition that their English teachers know their 
names.  
In response to the question “Describe your English teacher in your own words”, the students produced 85 
different teacher qualities. Accordingly, 84 Students claimed that their English teachers are “good” in terms of 
classroom practice and personal traits. In the same way, 81 of the students stated that their English teachers are 
“tolerant”. 67 students reported that their teachers love them, and 65 students say their teachers are “honest people”. 
56 of the students mentioned that they have got smiling teachers. In the same way, 41 students stated that their 
teachers are funny. On the other hand, 41 students said that their teachers are “angry”. 33 students claimed that their 
teachers’ lessons are “productive”. As it can be seen by the students’ responses, when the students were asked to 
describe their teachers, the qualities related to the teachers’ personal qualities are tend to be opted more rather than 
the teachers’ classroom practice qualities.  
4. Conclusion 
The objective of this study is to specify the profile of a YL English teacher from the students’ perspectives. To do 
this, 544 students studying English in the fourth grade were invited to make reflections about what was actually 
happening in the classrooms, how the teachers were implementing their practices and how the students perceived 
their English teachers’ personal traits. Although the items on each questionnaire were carefully worded, piloted with 
intact classes, and revised several times to ensure intelligibility, some of the items may have been too specific, 
vague, or difficult for individual participants to provide an accurate representation of their perspectives.  
Despite such limitations, this present study has provided many implications particularly for the Ministry of 
National Education, English teachers, schools authorities, ELT departments, and teacher trainers. The Ministry of 
National Education can benefit from the results acquired from the students of this study for its recent developments 
in relation to the teacher competencies and school-based professional development in which teachers are evaluated 
on the basis of their performances (Primary Institutions Teacher Training Promulgations, Teacher Competencies, 
June 44, 2008, no: 1835). In this respect, the authorities can take the views of students while evaluating knowledge, 
skills, and abilities of teachers. 
This study has also revealed that a considerable majority of the teachers do not use certain methods, techniques, 
materials as well as assessment tools that pertain to YL classes. By the same token, the teachers also do not utilize 
certain activities (songs, stories, games, riddles, etc.) in the classrooms. Considering the role of a variety of 
materials, and activities to increase the interest of YLs, teachers of YLs should be enlightened about the practical 
application of using them in their classrooms rather than sticking merely to the course books.  Additionally, the 
content and the amount of in-service training about TEYL should be revised and follow-ups as well as necessary 
changes should be made to provide better quality of teaching for YLs. 
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